Shyly, I caught a sideways glimpse of the six-foot-three presence seated at the far end of the rectangular table. His dark eyes gleamed with a chromatic intensity at once kindly, omniscient, and demand ing. He removed a black beret to reveal close-cut silver hair. And then he stared straight ahead, at no one in particular, although his gaze seemed to take in the whole room. "Note the schedule and the required reading. Deadlines are inflexible, unless you have made
proper and timely application to me beforehand." I looked down at the syllabus: thirty books of poetry and weekly "verse-exercises" in traditional poetic forms. These assignments would reduce a dozen of us to fits of Byronic despair that semester, as we struggled to adjust our postmodern ears to the rhythms of Petrarchan sonnets, traditional ballads, sestinas, blank verse, vil lanelles, and heroic couplets. But this syllabus?in its blunt, type written font?would also be my springboard to a summer research grant, to epistolary treasures in the archives at Harvard and Vassar College, to a fellowship for graduate school, and to the subject of a doctoral dissertation. Within two years time, life did not look as bleak as a divorc?e's endless lawn or a Shakespearean's over watered rosebush.
But in that moment, I was thinking only (and desperately) about the tasks on Professor Harper's entrance exam: an eight-line poem in decasyllabics that included our parents' first names, a primary color, the year and location of our birth; two essays based on (unidenti fied) literary quotations; and, in the time remaining, our reasons for applying to the course. As the two-hour class concluded, Professor
Harper announced that the fourth part of the exam would take place later that week: he would interview each of us during his appointed office hours, which began at seven o'clock on Friday morning. (1975) (1976) (1977) (1978) (1979) (1980) (1981) (1982) (1983) (1984) (1985) . In 1982, he had been named the Israel J. Kapstein Professor of English, at a ceremony attended by a few local dignitaries including a former student's mother, Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis.
Best of all, the status of "University Professor" had at last allowed him to be "a committee of one," no longer subject to departmental policies and politics. "Thank God," he added, shaking his head. "And I'm not moving, although I think there's a Cleopatra downstairs who would like this office. The last time the University moved me, it was total discombobulation! Books and files lost for years. Some still haven't turned up."
Harper's office was daunting in itself: a lapidar?an wonderland of books, mail, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, and a half-century's gal lery of word processing technology?from a ribbon typewriter to a brand new flat-screen computer.
Others have described their first encounters with Professor
Harper as something between an intellectual shakedown, which serves to confirm one's sense of ignorance, and an oracular rant. to understand is that we need public rhetoric, which is one of the reasons why we're having so much trouble with Obama, because he is eloquent in the public theater, talking about consequential things. And they are used to sound bites! But he's serious, and there's a standard out there in Lincoln's politics and rhetoric. Lincoln wrote most of his own speeches. The gap between the "haves" and the "have-nots" is widening.
Slavery never really ended, and the Confederacy won the Civil War. Look where our prisons are located. It is a huge industry: black males, mostly illiterate, make up the largest percentages. Despite these inequities, some people pull themselves above the dross. HT: In the middle of the winter, no?
MH: Yes, in the middle of wintertime. It was twenty-five degrees below zero when I met Paul Engle in his office after taking the mail route on Ozark Airlines from Chicago. And he had his daughter, Laura, with him?she must have been about fifteen. And he intro duced me to her and I said "hi" and didn't think any more about it, because to me she was just a little kid. But Engle looked at me in a way that white males look at black men when they want to find out if they need to protect their daughters. I just picked it up. And I didn't say anything, though I was super-sensitive about it.
HT: While you were in the Workshop, did you feel pressure to adopt a particular style?
MH: The most important thing that was going on during my time at Iowa was that people were trying to break away from rhyme and meter, and they were beginning to write in syllables. Donald Justice,
if you look at some of his work after Summer Anniversaries (i960), which was his first book, you can see that he was doing this. And
Charles Wright, who came after me at Iowa the next semester, had his own system. for them, and when they recruited they had these "salt-and-pepper parties": all black guys and all white girls. Yes, that was recruitment. If I ever write a novel or a memoir, I will talk about some of these anomalies?and also about living in a garage behind a black family with a white roommate, Johnny Hodgkins from Mine?la, NY.
HT: What was Iowa City like in 1961?
MH: Most of the things I learned at Iowa had nothing to do with the Workshop. Kennedy was being inaugurated. The Freedom Riders were protesting and being beaten, but Kennedy was saying noth ing. Freedom Riders were coming to campus and they would put on these rallies trying not only to raise consciousness but also to raise money, and I was deeply involved in that, in just picking up the atmosphere, and avoiding the Young Socialists' League.
HT: It sounds incredibly galvanic. say?" And I said, "I know you've already put the letter in the freezer and have opened it, so why don't you just read it to me?" A couple of days later the Press themselves wrote me and said they'd like to publish my book.
HT: The University of Pittsburgh?
MH: Yes. The contest was the US Prize and it was for two thou sand dollars. It was money I could have used. I didn't win, but
Gwendolyn was behind it, and that was enough?certainly enough for me. Having a book published meant that I could put so many other things behind me. And the timing was correct. I was reviewed in Time magazine in 1970 and Jesse Jackson was on the cover. Ralph
Ellison wrote the cover essay, "What Would America Be Without Blacks?", and I was nominated for the National Book Award.
HT: Had you sent the book out before?
MH: When I first started teaching, I had publications but I had no book. It was Philip Levine who insisted that I send the book out, because I had already sent the book to Wesleyan, which was his publisher. Wesleyan had turned down the book, saying that they "already had a black poet." This was Clarence Major's book, Swallow the Lake. So when I got it back, I just decided the hell with it: I'll put it away. And it was Phil who said, "Do not put that manuscript aside! Put it right in an envelope again and send it to Pittsburgh," which I did. Had it not been for him, I wouldn't have done it.
HT MH: In i960 in March, the Sharpeville incident took place in which people protested against pass laws in South Africa. And they had shot these black protesters in the back as they were running away from the police: they killed sixty-nine of them.
My great-grandfather had bought land in a town called Evaton, which is only eight miles away from Sharpeville. On that land, the first institution for the education of blacks in South Africa was built: the Wilberforce Institute. My great-grandfather not only bought the land where that institute was constructed, but the first dormitory was named after Fanny Coppin, who was the wife of my great-grandfather's best friend, Bishop Coppin. So you can see why, when I was given the opportunity in 1977 to go to Africa, the first thing I did was to ask if I could go to South Africa.
